Reassessing War Making in Our Post 9/11 World: Perspectives from Medicine and Public Health by McCue, Maureen
International Journal of Global Health and Health Disparities
Volume 3 | Number 2 Article 2
2005
Reassessing War Making in Our Post 9/11 World:
Perspectives from Medicine and Public Health
Maureen McCue
University of Iowa
Follow this and additional works at: http://scholarworks.uni.edu/ijghhd
Part of the Public Health Commons
This Commentary is brought to you for free and open access by UNI ScholarWorks. It has been accepted for inclusion in International Journal of
Global Health and Health Disparities by an authorized editor of UNI ScholarWorks. For more information, please contact scholarworks@uni.edu.
Recommended Citation
McCue, Maureen (2005) "Reassessing War Making in Our Post 9/11 World: Perspectives from Medicine and Public Health,"
International Journal of Global Health and Health Disparities: Vol. 3 : No. 2 , Article 2.
Available at: http://scholarworks.uni.edu/ijghhd/vol3/iss2/2
REASSESSING WAR MAKING IN OUR 
POST 9/11 WORLD: PERSPECTIVES FROM 
MEDICINE AND PUBLIC HEALTH 
Maureen McCue M.D ., Ph .D . 
ABSTRACT: 
Despite December's association with peace, military conflicts rage around the world. 
War making is a central element resulting from and contributing to the bleak status of 
global health, the environment, human rights and ultimately global survival. War is the 
ultimate form of terrorism and thus ultimately counter-productive to securing peace. To 
further the search for healthy, sustainable alternatives to war and terrorism, war-making's 
too often hidden or obscured costs to human and environmental health are reviewed . 
National priorities are reassessed from a risk/ benefit approach utilizing prevention based, 
medical and public health analytic frameworks including occupational and environmen-
tal health, community and mental health and related opportunity costs. Both qualitative 
and quantitative data are reviewed . Effective, health supporting and ultimately more 
secure alternative national security policies derived from this broader health based assess-
ment are proposed. 
The December holidays are associated with hopes for peace as the U.S. wages war far 
away. Around the world at least 35 other military conflicts rage ( 1 ). Desperate pain and 
suffering abound with no end in sight. Too often unacknowledged, war making is a cen-
tral element resulting from and contributing to the bleak status of global health, the envi-
ronment, human rights and ultimately our survival (2) . Nevertheless, most consider ter-
rorism and the war on terrorism political issues best left to military and elected officials 
to address. 
PARADOX AND FEAR 
War is chaos, catastrophe, death, suffering and lifelong grief. War tears apart families 
and communities just as surely as it does the flesh of the wounded and killed. Military 
action contributes directly and indirectly to continuing cycles of violence, pain and con-
flict. Likewise, terrorism, killing innocent people to achieve a desired goal, is indefensi -
ble. The 9 / 11 attacks, suicide bombings in Israel, hostage taking by Chechen national -
ists and related actions all demand response . There can be no peace for anyone without 
security for all . 
Some analysts, like Jonathan Schell, assert that since national and international poli-
tics play out in the shadow of a potential nuclear holocaust, war is obsolete, a counter-
productive means to achieve security, economic or political ends (3). Many agree with 
Howard Zinn, who stated "we have enough evidence now to tell us that [military action] 
does not stop terrorism, may indeed provoke more terrorism, and at the same time leads 
to the deaths of hundreds, even thousands, of innocent people who happen to live in the 
vicinity of suspected terrorists" ( 4 ). However, deprived of information and provided no 
viable alternatives, society as a whole has yet to concur that war making is unsupportable . 
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E v e n  w h i l e  w e  r e a d i l y  a g r e e  w e  s h o u l d  g o  t o  w a r  o n l y  w h e n  i t ' s  a b s o l u t e l y  u n a v o i d a b l e ,  
w a r  a n d  m i l i t a r i s m  r e m a i n  t h e  p r i m a r y  t o o l s  u s e d  t o  c o n f r o n t  a n d  c o n t a i n  c o m p l e x  g l o b -
a l  c h a l l e n g e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t e r r o r i s m .  
T o  c r e a t e  p e a c e ,  t e r r o r i s m ,  m i l i t a r i s m  a n d  t h e  c o m p l e x  g l o b a l  s i t u a t i o n s  t h a t  r e s u l t  
i n  t e r r o r i s m  m u s t  b e  a d d r e s s e d  f r o m  a  n e w  p e r s p e c t i v e .  H e a l t h  p r o f e s s i o n a l s ,  e t h i c a l l y  
m o t i v a t e d  a n d  t r a i n e d  t o  p r e v e n t  s u f f e r i n g  a n d  p r o m o t e  p h y s i c a l  a n d  m e n t a l  h e a l t h ,  a r e  
i d e a l l y  p o s i t i o n e d  t o  b r i n g  a  h u m a n e ,  l i f e - a f f i r m i n g  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t o  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  
t h e  v i o l e n c e  o f  w a r ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h i s  w a r  o n  t e r r o r i s m ,  i t s  c o s t s  a n d  c o n s e q u e n c e s .  D r .  I a n  
M a d d o c k s  o f  A u s t r a l i a  r e c e n t l y  a s s e r t e d ,  
T e r r o r i s m  i s  a  g l o b a l  e p i d e m i c  . . .  a n  e p i d e m i c  w i t h  d i s c e r n i b l e  c a u s e s - ,  
e x p r e s s i n g  i n  v i o l e n c e  a  r e a c t i o n  t o  a l l  f o r m s  o f  d i s a d v a n t a g e  o r  p e r c e i v e d  
h u r t  . . . .  T h e  r o o t s  o f  v i o l e n c e  n e e d  o u r  s t u d y ,  t h e  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  v i o l e n c e  
a n d  i t s  c o n s e q u e n c e s  n e e d  o u r  a n a l y s i s ,  a n d  t h e  s e a r c h  f o r  a l t e r n a t i v e  
r e s p o n s e s  n e e d s  o u r  a d v o c a c y  ( 5 ) .  
T o  f u r t h e r  t h e  s e a r c h  f o r  s u s t a i n a b l e  p e a c e f u l  a l t e r n a t i v e s  t o  w a r  a n d  t e r r o r i s m ,  t h i s  
p a p e r  r e v i e w s  w a r - m a k i n g ' s  t o o  o f t e n  h i d d e n  o r  o b s c u r e d  c o s t s  t o  h u m a n  a n d  e n v i r o n -
m e n t a l  h e a l t h .  N a t i o n a l  p r i o r i t i e s  a r e  r e a s s e s s e d  f r o m  a  r i s k / b e n e f i t  a p p r o a c h  u t i l i z i n g  
p r e v e n t i o n  b a s e d ,  m e d i c a l  a n d  p u b l i c  h e a l t h  a n a l y t i c  f r a m e w o r k s  i n c l u d i n g  o c c u p a t i o n a l  
a n d  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  h e a l t h ,  c o m m u n i t y  a n d  m e n t a l  h e a l t h  a n d  r e l a t e d  o p p o r t u n i t y  c o s t s .  
F i n a l l y ,  e f f e c t i v e  p e a c e  m a k i n g  a n d  u l t i m a t e l y  m o r e  s e c u r e  n a t i o n a l  p o l i c i e s  d e r i v e d  f r o m  
t h i s  b r o a d e r  h e a l t h  b a s e d  a s s e s s m e n t  a r e  p r o p o s e d .  
C o n s i d e r i n g  t h e  T o t a l i t y  o f  C o s t s :  M i l i t a r i s m  a n d  t h e  W a r  o n  T e r r o r i s m .  M i l i t a r y  
b u d g e t s  a n d  w a r  p r e p a r e d n e s s  r e q u i r e  v a s t  r e s o u r c e s .  M a n y  f e e l  t h a t  i f  p e a c e  a n d  s e c u r i -
t y  c a n  b e  a c h i e v e d ,  t h i s  p r i c e  i s  t o l e r a b l e .  B u t ,  w e  m u s t  a s k ,  i s  t h e  h i g h  p r i c e  p a i d  f o r  m i l -
i t a r i s m  a n d  w a r  e f f e c t i v e  i n  a c h i e v i n g  t h e s e  g o a l s ?  P u t t i n g  c o s t s  o f  m i l i t a r i s m  i n t o  a n  h i s -
t o r i c a l  f r a m e  h e l p s  t h e  a n a l y s i s ,  j u s t  a s  p a s t  m e d i c a l  h i s t o r i e s  i n f o r m  a n d  h e l p  i n t e r p r e t  a  
p a t i e n t ' s  p r e s e n t i n g  c o n d i t i o n  a n d  p r o g n o s i s .  C o s t s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  p r e p a r i n g  f o r ,  a c t u -
a l l y  f i g h t i n g  a n d  r e c o v e r y  f r o m  m i l i t a r y  a c t i o n ,  a n d  c o s t s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  g l o b a l  
n u c l e a r  a r s e n a l  a n d  p l a n s  t o  r e s t a r t  n u c l e a r  w e a p o n s  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  t e s t i n g  a n d  d e p l o y -
m e n t  n e e d  t o  b e  i n c l u d e d .  
S i n c e  t h e r e  i s  n e i t h e r  p e a c e  n o r  s e c u r i t y  w i t h o u t  h e a l t h  a n d  e d u c a t i o n ,  t h i s  a n a l y s i s  
c o n s i d e r s  n o t  o n l y  t h e  c o s t s  d i r e c t l y  r e l a t e d  t o  w a r s ,  b u t  t h e  c o s t s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  w a r  
r e a d i n e s s  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  r e s o u r c e s  d e d i c a t e d  t o  g e n u i n e  p e r s o n a l  s e c u r i t y  l i k e  e d u c a -
t i o n ,  h e a l t h ,  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t  a n d  h o m e l a n d  s e c u r i t y  h e r e  i n  t h e  U . S .  a n d  a b r o a d .  T h u s ,  
t h e  s t a t i o n i n g  o f  U . S .  t r o o p s  i n  1 3 5  c o u n t r i e s ,  a n d  t h e  e x p a n s i o n  a n d  m a i n t e n a n c e  o f  t h e  
g l o b a l  a r s e n a l  o f  w e a p o n s  a n d  p e r s o n n e l ,  a r e  l i k e w i s e  c o n s i d e r e d  (  6  ) .  
F i n a l l y ,  b e f o r e  b e g i n n i n g  t o  e v a l u a t e  t h e  c o s t  e f f e c t i v e n e s s ,  r i s k s  o r  b e n e f i t s  o f  w a r  
m a k i n g ,  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  m u s t  b e  g i v e n  t o  h o w  b e s t  t o  c a l c u l a t e  t h e s e  c o s t s .  S i n c e  t h e y  a r e  
t i g h t l y  i n t e r r e l a t e d ,  c o s t s  c a n  b e  m e a s u r e d  q u a n t i t a t i v e l y  i n  d o l l a r s ,  i n  l i v e s ,  i n  l o s t  o p p o r -
t u n i t i e s ,  i n  t h r e a t s  t o  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t  a n d  t o  i n d i v i d u a l  h e a l t h ,  b u t  a l s o  q u a l i t a t i v e l y  
i n c l u d i n g  s i g n i f i c a n t  b u t  o f t e n  o v e r l o o k e d  q u a l i t y  o f l i f e  a n d  c o m m u n i t y  h e a l t h  c o n c e r n s .  
F o l l o w i n g  i s  a  s y n o p s i s  o f  s a l i e n t  d a t a  f r o m  b o t h  b r o a d  c a t e g o r i e s .  
6  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  J o u r n a l  o f  G l o b a l  H e a l t h  a n d  H e a l t h  D i s p a r i t i e s  
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I n t e r n a t i o n a l  J o u r n a l  o f  G l o b a l  H e a l t h  a n d  H e a l t h  D i s p a r i t i e s ,  V o l .  3 ,  N o .  2  [ ] ,  A r t .  2
h t t p : / / s c h o l a r w o r k s . u n i . e d u / i j g h h d / v o l 3 / i s s 2 / 2
(1) Economic Costs-In Dollars. Global military expenditures for 2003 were $986 
billion (7) with the U . S. accounting for 46 percent of world military spending. U.S. 
spending amounts to more than 38 times what the "so-called" 'rogue' countries (Cuba, 
Iran, Libya, North Korea, Sudan, Syria) spend combined (8 ). Military expenditures make 
up about 20 percent of total U .S. federal spending and more than half of the discre-
tionary budget. To date, the war in Iraq has cost the U.S . $151.1 billion in supplemen-
tal money over the amount budgeted annually for the military. The National Priorities 
Project estimates that $50 billion in addition to the $152.6 billion Congress has allocat-
ed so far will be needed for each year the U.S . remains in Iraq beyond 2004. The esti-
mated long-term cost of this war to every U.S . household is $3,415 even as the budget 
deficit is growing (9). 
But that's not all. The Atomic Audit, a four-year long study to uncover and analyze 
funds required to develop the vast U.S . nuclear arsenal , concludes that a minimum of 
$5.5 trillion was spent ( 10). When costs for storing and disposing more than five 
decades ' worth of accumulated toxic and radioactive wastes, and $20 billion for disman-
tling old nuclear weapons systems and disposing of surplus nuclear materials are factored 
in, the total is $5 .8 trillion. Divided equally among everyone living in the United States 
today, this equals more than $21,000 per person. This does not include the cost of pro-
posed programs to build, test and deploy new nuclear weapons or the $10.7 billion in 
the 2005 budget for the ballistic missile defense program. 
Comparable figures for the other nuclear states - Russia, Pakistan, India, Israel , 
China, U .K. and France - are not available. It can only be assumed the cost to their 
economies given the size and sophistication of their arsenal is equally substantial in rela-
tive terms. 
(2) Human Costs--In Lives. Overall, 90 percent of deaths in modern wars are civil-
ian (11 ). Despite use of so-called precision weapons, the recent wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan are no exception. At the time of this writing, more than 1,300 coalition 
forces have died with more than 7,500 wounded in Iraq (12 ). A Lancet study using clus-
ter sampling estimates that as many as 100,000 excess civilian deaths, mainly women and 
children, may have occurred in Iraq alone since the start of the war in March 2003 (13). 
While exact numbers for Afghanistan, Sudan or any of the many other conflicts around 
the world are difficult to determine, clearly thousands more civilians die as a result of vio-
lent conflicts each week (14). Globally, war-related injuries rank sixth among premature 
death in the group 15-44 years (15 ). 
To these terrible tolls must be added the hundreds of thousands of children and non-
combatants who die from malnutrition, exposure, land mines, interpersonal violence and 
communicable diseases all of which increase when civil society and physical infrastruc-
tures are shattered by war and violence. For each conflict-related injury and death, 
regardless if the person was a military person or civilian, an unknowable number of 
friends and families are physically and emotionally traumatized far into the future . 
(3) Indirect Costs--In Lost Opportunities. Global patterns suggest wars are coun-
terproductive in solving problems. Afghanistan, African, Asian and Central European 
countries each demonstrate how many of the poorest countries become locked in tragic, 
vicious cycles. Conflict causes poverty and poverty causes conflict. According to World 
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B a n k  e s t i m a t e s ,  " o n  a v e r a g e ,  c o u n t r i e s  c o m i n g  o u t  o f  w a r  f a c e  a  4 4  p e r c e n t  c h a n c e  o f  
r e l a p s i n g  i n  t h e  f i r s t  f i v e  y e a r s  o f  p e a c e "  ( 1 6 ) .  
T h e  U . S .  i s  t h e  r i c h e s t ,  m o s t  p o w e r f u l  n a t i o n  i n  h i s t o r y ,  y e t  i t  d o e s  n o t  a d e q u a t e l y  
f e e d ,  e d u c a t e  o r  p r o v i d e  h o m e s  o r  h e a l t h  c a r e  f o r  i t s  o w n  c i t i z e n s .  A m o n g  t h e  i n d u s t r i -
a l i z e d  c o u n t r i e s  o f  t h e  w o r l d ,  t h e  U . S .  r a n k s  l a s t  f o r  i n d i c a t o r s  o f  p u b l i c  h e a l t h  ( 1 7 ) .  T h e  
2 0 0 3  p o v e r t y  r a t e  f o r  U . S .  f a m i l i e s  w a s  1 2 . 5  p e r c e n t ;  o f  a l l  c h i l d r e n  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y ,  1 7  . 6  
p e r c e n t  l i v e  i n  p o v e r t y  ( 1 8 ) .  O f  a l l  A m e r i c a n s ,  1 5 . 6  p e r c e n t  o r  4 5  m i l l i o n  a r e  w i t h o u t  
h e a l t h  i n s u r a n c e ;  a n d  n e a r l y  5 0  p e r c e n t  o f  p e r s o n a l  b a n k r u p t c i e s  h a v e  a  h e a l t h  c a r e  d e b t  
c o m p o n e n t  ( 1 9 ,  2 0 ) .  A l m o s t  1 2  p e r c e n t  o f  U . S .  h o u s e h o l d s  e x p e r i e n c e d  f o o d  i n s e c u r i t y  
a t  s o m e  p o i n t  d u r i n g  2 0 0 2  m e a n i n g  t h a t  m o r e  t h a n  3 4  m i l l i o n  p e o p l e ,  1 3  m i l l i o n  o f  
w h o m  a r e  c h i l d r e n ,  d o  n o t  h a v e  a c c e s s  t o  e n o u g h  f o o d  f o r  " a c t i v e ,  h e a l t h y  l i v i n g "  ( 2 1 ) .  
A r o u n d  t h e  w o r l d ,  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  2 4 , 0 0 0  p e o p l e  d i e  d a i l y  f r o m  h u n g e r ,  7 5  p e r c e n t  
o f  w h o m  a r e  c h i l d r e n  u n d e r  a g e  f i v e .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  H u n g e r  w e b s i t e ,  " F a m i n e  a n d  
w a r s  c a u s e  a b o u t  1 0  p e r c e n t  o f  h u n g e r  d e a t h s "  ( 2 2 ) .  M o n e y  s l a t e d  f o r  t h e  b a l l i s t i c  m i s -
s i l e  d e f e n s e  p r o g r a m  i n  F Y 2 0 0 5  a l o n e ,  w h i c h  c o u l d  p r o v i d e  h e a l t h  c a r e  f o r  o v e r  2 . 4  m i l -
l i o n  A m e r i c a n s ,  w i l l  i n s t e a d  b e  u s e d  t o  s u p p o r t  a  p r o g r a m  t h a t  m o s t  e x p e r t s ,  e v e n  t h o s e  
i n  t h e  m i l i t a r y ,  c l a i m  c a n n o t  w o r k  ( 2 3 ) .  I r o n i c a l l y ,  i t  c a n  b e  a r g u e d ,  o n e  r e s u l t  o f  e x c e s -
s i v e  m i l i t a r y  s p e n d i n g  h a s  b e e n  t o  n e g l e c t  h o m e l a n d  s e c u r i t y .  T h e  $ 4 7 4  b i l l i o n  b u d g e t -
e d  f o r  t h e  m i l i t a r y  i n  f i s c a l  y e a r  2 0 0 5 ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  " a m o u n t s  t o  s e v e n  t i m e s  t h e  a m o u n t  
s p e n t  o n  h o m e l a n d  a n d  a l l  o t h e r  n o n - m i l i t a r y  s e c u r i t y  c o m b i n e d "  ( 2 4  ) .  T h e s e  s k e w e d  
b u d g e t  p r i o r i t i e s  p e r s i s t  e v e n  t h o u g h  m a n y  e x p e r t s  r e p o r t  " o v e r  1 8 , 0 0 0  p o t e n t i a l  t e r r o r -
i s t s  a r e  a t  l a r g e  w i t h  r e c r u i t m e n t  a c c e l e r a t i n g  o n  a c c o u n t  o f l r a q "  ( 2 5 ) .  
( 4 )  C o s t s - - I n  t h r e a t s  t o  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t .  R e p e a t e d  a t t a c k s  o n  p i p e l i n e s  i n  I r a q  
r e l e a s e  i m m e n s e  p l u m e s  o f  t o x i n s .  T e n s  o f  t h o u s a n d s  o f  b o m b s  c o n t a i n i n g  a  t o x i c  m i x  o f  
h e a v y  m e t a l s ,  i n c l u d i n g  d e p l e t e d  u r a n i u m  ( D U ) ,  c o n t i n u e  t o  b e  e x p l o d e d  a n d  s t r e w n  
a c r o s s  t h e  I r a q i  l a n d s c a p e  a p p a r e n t l y  w i t h o u t  a n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  l o n g - t e r m  i m p a c t  
o n  s o i l ,  w a t e r  a n d  p u b l i c  h e a l t h .  
W h i l e  p o n d e r i n g  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  a n d  h e a l t h  t h r e a t s  f r o m  D U  d i s p e r s e d  w i d e l y  i n  
I r a q ,  A f g h a n i s t a n  a n d  E a s t e r n  E u r o p e ,  w e  c a n n o t  i g n o r e  t h e  i m p a c t s  o n  o u r  o w n  e n v i -
r o n m e n t  f r o m  m i l i t a r y  s o u r c e s .  T h e  U . S .  m i l i t a r y  i s  t h e  l a r g e s t  g e n e r a t o r  o f  h a z a r d o u s  
w a s t e s  i n  t h e  U . S .  a n d  t h e  w o r l d  ( 2 6  ) .  T o  d a t e ,  t h e  p o i s o n o u s  s t e w  c r e a t e d  b y  n u c l e a r  
a n d  c o n v e n t i o n a l  w e a p o n s  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  t e s t i n g  a n d  d e p l o y m e n t  h a s  o n l y  b e e n  p a r t i a l l y  
c l e a n e d  u p .  T h e  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  i m p a c t s  a n d  h e a l t h  e f f e c t s  h a v e  y e t  t o  b e  f u l l y  i n v e s t i g a t -
e d  o r  r e m e d i a t e d  f o r  a n y  o f  t h e  f o l l o w i n g :  s o i l  a n d  w a t e r  c o n t a m i n a t i o n  s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  
s i t e s  o f  u r a n i u m  m i n i n g  a n d  m i l l i n g ,  h e a v y  m e t a l  c o n t a m i n a t i o n  n e a r  n u c l e a r  w e a p o n s  
a n d  p o w e r  p l a n t s ,  t h e  a t m o s p h e r i c  t e s t i n g  o f  n u c l e a r  w e a p o n s ,  o r  t o x i c  w a s t e  i n c l u d i n g  
1 0 4  m i l l i o n  c u b i c  m e t e r s  o f  r a d i o a c t i v e  w a s t e  ( 2 7 ) .  
( 5 )  C o s t s - - I n  t h r e a t s  t o  o u r  h e a l t h .  T h e  u n e n d i n g  l e g a c y  o f  t h e  c o l d  w a r .  W e a p o n s  
b u i l d i n g  a n d  t e s t i n g  f r o m  t h e  1 9 5 0 s  t o  t h e  l a t e  1 9 8 0 s  c o n t i n u e  t o  a f f e c t  u s  t o d a y .  D u r i n g  
t h a t  p e r i o d  t h e r e  w e r e  m o r e  t h a n  3 0 0  n u c l e a r  w e a p o n s  d e v e l o p m e n t  f a c i l i t i e s  i n  3 7  s t a t e s  
( 2 8 ) ,  a n d  m a n y  t h o u s a n d s  o f  s i t e s  c o n t a m i n a t e d  b y  t h e  h a z a r d o u s  l o n g - l i v e d  b y - p r o d u c t s  
o f  m u n i t i o n s  d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  t e s t i n g  o f  a l l  t y p e s ,  i n c l u d i n g  b i o l o g i c a l  a n d  c h e m i c a l  
( 2 9 ) .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  E P A  a n d  o t h e r s ,  t h e s e  s i t e s  a n d  t o x i n s  w i l l  r e q u i r e  m a n y  d e c a d e s  
a n d  h u n d r e d s  o f  b i l l i o n s  o f  d o l l a r s  t o  c l e a n  u p  (  3 0 ) .  
8  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  J o u r n a l  o f  G l o b a l  H e a l t h  a n d  H e a l t h  D i s p a r i t i e s  
4
I n t e r n a t i o n a l  J o u r n a l  o f  G l o b a l  H e a l t h  a n d  H e a l t h  D i s p a r i t i e s ,  V o l .  3 ,  N o .  2  [ ] ,  A r t .  2
h t t p : / / s c h o l a r w o r k s . u n i . e d u / i j g h h d / v o l 3 / i s s 2 / 2
If we worry about dirty bombs, we cannot overlook the fact that our own military 
essentially exploded many dirty bombs over Rocky Flats, Colorado; Hanford, 
Washington; Savannah River, South Carolina; Ames, Iowa; Paducah, Kentucky; and 
many other sites where locally high rates of breast cancers, lymphomas, leukemias and 
other health concerns are attributed to environmental contamination due to weapons 
production activities in the area. According to a National Cancer Institute study pub-
lished in 1997, the median estimate of thyroid cancers due to atmospheric testing of 
Nuclear Weapons in Nevada is 50,000 (31). There are no certain answers about excess 
breast, prostate and many other cancers likely due to weapons testing and/or related 
environmental spills and contamination. This contamination is simply too pervasive and 
too complex; our ability to monitor and evaluate exposures and outcomes is inadequate 
to the task. 
Other questions remain concerning the impact on or costs to the health of several 
distinct demographic groups. At the peak of the cold war more than 600,000 workers 
were involved in producing nuclear weapons (32). For most of those who have died, their 
exposure and health outcome records remain classified. Others of the aging former 
weapons factory workers, their families, and offspring, are still seeking compensation for 
a wide variety of ills. 
Just as the fate and health of families and workers exposed to contamination remains 
hidden from public knowledge, so too does the fate and health of the indigenous peo-
ples involved at every stage of weapons development. Native Americans, Australian 
Aborigines, South Pacific peoples including the Marshallese Bikini Islanders, the people 
of Rongelap, and those now living in extreme poverty and squalor on Ebeye Island, 
Kwajalein atoll and many others have all been adversely impacted by mining and milling 
for uranium, weapons testing, toxic waste disposal and related military activities (33) . 
Again, while anecdotal reports are available (34), definitive evaluations of their health sta-
tus have yet to be conducted . 
Finally, most of us are vaguely aware of the controversies over the health of the 
Utah "down winders." Few are aware, however, that much of the U.S. was down wind 
( 35 ). Fewer still are aware of the nature of the secret studies on the health of at least 
23,000 civilians and prisoners deliberately exposed to radioactive materials here in the 
U .S. during the cold war (36). The very nature of the Machiavellian logic and secrecy 
surrounding weapons development and war planning invites egregious abuses. 
The current situation close to home . War is perilous not only for those polluted, 
injured or killed . Mental, physical and public health challenges occur before and last long 
after military conflict. Focus on quantifiable elements in armed conflict tends to mini -
mize the larger social health impacts of lives lost and futures threatened. Indirect effects 
of preparing for and/ or experiencing violence are complex, pervasive and inherently 
unhealthy for the friends, relatives, survivors and societies from both sides of any given 
conflict. 
Those impaired by violence show up in physicians' and psychiatrists' offices, in 
homeless shelters, on the streets or remain only marginally functional in workplaces, 
neighborhoods or families years after conflict is concluded . When designing programs to 
prevent or ameliorate the pain and suffering of domestic violence, or violence in inner 
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c i t i e s ,  a l c o h o l i s m  o r  h o m e l e s s n e s s ,  t h e  r o l e  o f  m i l i t a r y  c o n f l i c t  c a n n o t  b e  o v e r l o o k e d  
( 3 7 ) .  
D o m e s t i c  v i o l e n c e ,  p e r v a s i v e  a r o u n d  t h e  w o r l d ,  i s  a  s o c i a l  i l l  k n o w n  t o  d e s t r o y  f a m -
i l i e s  a n d  s c a r  c h i l d r e n .  I t s  c a u s e s  a r e  c o m p l e x .  H o w e v e r ,  m i l i t a r y  f a m i l i e s  a n d  c o m m u n i -
t i e s  i n  c o n f l i c t  e x p e r i e n c e  l e v e l s  o f  d o m e s t i c  v i o l e n c e  h i g h e r  t h a n  t h e  r e s t  o f  s o c i e t y  ( 3 8 ,  
3 9 ) .  E v e n  t h o u g h  m i l i t a r y  l e a d e r s  a s s e r t  t h a t  s o l d i e r s  a n d  c i v i l i a n s  a l i k e  n e e d  t o  t e a c h  
t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ,  w i v e s  a n d  c o - w o r k e r s  t h e r e  i s  n o  e x c u s e  f o r  a n y o n e  t o  h i t  t h e m ,  t h e  s i t u -
a t i o n  w i t h i n  t h e  m i l i t a r y  i t s e l f  d e m o n s t r a t e s  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n  s e p a r a t i n g  w h e n  a n d  w h e r e  
i t  i s  r i g h t  t o  u s e  v i o l e n c e .  T r a i n i n g  e m p h a s i z e s  w h a t  t o  d o  i n  s i t u a t i o n s  o f  b a t t l e ,  b u t  t h e  
l i n e  s e p a r a t i n g  t h e  s o l d i e r  f r o m  t h e  l o v e r  o r  f a m i l y  m e m b e r  i s  t o o  e a s i l y  c r o s s e d ,  e s p e -
c i a l l y  f o r  t h o s e  w h o  j o i n  t h e  m i l i t a r y  w i t h  p r e - e x i s t i n g  e m o t i o n a l  p r o b l e m s  o r  i m m a t u r i -
t y .  T h e  r e c o r d e d  r a t e  i s  o n l y  p a r t  o f  t h e  t o t a l .  M i l i t a r y  a n d  c i v i l i a n  p o l i c e  n o t e ,  " e v e n  i n  
s e v e r e  c a s e s ,  v i c t i m s  o f t e n  r e f u s e  t o  p r e s s  c h a r g e s  b e c a u s e  t h e y  f e a r  r e t a l i a t i o n  b y  t h e  
o f f e n d e r  a n d  t h e y  f e a r  r e p e r c u s s i o n s  b y  t h e  c h a i n  o f  c o m m a n d "  (  4 0 ) .  P a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  
d o m e s t i c  v i o l e n c e  u l t i m a t e l y  a f f e c t s  m i l i t a r y  r e a d i n e s s  (  4 1  ) .  
M a n y  c u r r e n t  a n d  f o r m e r  f e m a l e  c a d e t s  a t  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  A i r  F o r c e  A c a d e m y  h a v e  
r e p o r t e d  o n  t h e  a c a d e m y ' s  m i s t r e a t m e n t  o f  w o m e n  r a p e d  o r  s e x u a l l y  a s s a u l t e d  b y  m a l e  
c a d e t s .  A  1 9 9 4  r e p o r t  b y  t h e  i n v e s t i g a t i v e  a r m  o f  C o n g r e s s ,  t h e  G A O ,  f o u n d  t h a t  7 8  p e r -
c e n t  o f  t h e  9 0  f e m a l e  c a d e t s  a t  t h e  A i r  F o r c e  a c a d e m y  r e p o r t e d  e i t h e r  s e x u a l  a s s a u l t s  o r  
u n w a n t e d  s e x u a l  a d v a n c e s  (  4 2 ) .  
A  d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e  n u m b e r  o f  a c t i v e  d u t y  U . S .  m i l i t a r y  p e r s o n n e l ,  r e s e r v i s t s  a n d  
N a t i o n a l  G u a r d  t r o o p s  p o s t e d  a r o u n d  t h e  w o r l d ,  c o m e  f r o m  i m p o v e r i s h e d ,  m i n o r i t y  
c o m m u n i t i e s  (  4 3 ) .  Y o u n g  r e c r u i t s  s p e n d  t h e i r  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  d e v e l o p i n g  y e a r s  l e a r n i n g  
t o  f i g h t  i n s t e a d  o f  c o n t i n u i n g  t h e i r  e d u c a t i o n .  F o r  r e c r u i t s  f r o m  m i n o r i t y  c o m m u n i t i e s ,  
l e a v i n g  f o r  m i l i t a r y  d u t y  t o o  o f t e n  m e a n s  p e r s o n a l  n e e d s  a n d  g o a l s  a n d  t h o s e  o f  t h e i r  f a m -
i l i e s  a n d  h o m e  c o m m u n i t i e s  r e m a i n  u n r e a l i z e d  w h i c h  u l t i m a t e l y  f u r t h e r  i m p o v e r i s h e s  
t h e s e  c o m m u n i t i e s .  
H o m e l e s s  p e o p l e ,  e s s e n t i a l l y  d y i n g  i n  p u b l i c  v i e w ,  c r o w d  i n n e r  c i t y  s t r e e t s .  V e t e r a n s  
c o m p r i s e  o n e  t h i r d  o f  t h e  a d u l t s  i n  t h i s  p o p u l a t i o n .  M a n y  o f  t h e m  s u f f e r  f r o m  P o s t  
T r a u m a t i c  S t r e s s  D i s o r d e r  ( P T S D ) .  A s  m a n y  a s  2 5 0 , 0 0 0  v e t e r a n s  a r e  l i v i n g  o n  t h e  s t r e e t s  
o r  i n  s h e l t e r s  o n  a n y  g i v e n  d a y ,  a n d  u p  t o  t w i c e  a s  m a n y  e x p e r i e n c e  h o m e l e s s n e s s  a t  s o m e  
p o i n t  d u r i n g  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  a  y e a r  b e c a u s e  o f  p o v e r t y ,  c h r o n i c  m e n t a l  i l l n e s s ,  a n d  l a c k  o f  
s u p p o r t  f r o m  f a m i l y  a n d  f r i e n d s  ( 4 4 ) .  D e p e n d i n g  o n  t h e  c i t y ,  u p  t o  5 9  p e r c e n t  o f  h o m e -
l e s s  v e t e r a n s  c o m e  f r o m  m i n o r i t y  p o p u l a t i o n s  (  4 5  ) .  
S t u d i e s  s h o w  t h e  l i k e l i h o o d  o f  a  v e t e r a n  d e v e l o p i n g  c h r o n i c  P T S D  d e p e n d s  o n  p r e -
m i l i t a r y  a n d  p o s t  m i l i t a r y  f a c t o r s  i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t r a u m a  i t s e l f .  P r e - m i l i t a r y  f a c t o r s  i n c l u d e  
n e g a t i v e  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  i n  c h i l d h o o d ,  e c o n o m i c  d e p r i v a t i o n ,  f a m i l y  p s y -
c h i a t r i c  h i s t o r y ,  a g e  o f  e n t r y  i n t o  t h e  m i l i t a r y ,  p r e - m i l i t a r y  e d u c a t i o n a l  a t t a i n m e n t  a n d  
p e r s o n a l i t y  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  P o s t - m i l i t a r y  f a c t o r s  i n c l u d e  s o c i a l  s u p p o r t  a n d  t h e  v e t e r a n ' s  
c o p i n g  s k i l l s .  T h u s ,  t h r e e  p o p u l a t i o n s  c o m p r i s i n g  a  l a r g e  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  o u r  m i l i t a r y  a r e  
a t  r i s k  f o r  p r o b l e m s  w e l l  b e y o n d  t h e  i m m e d i a t e  i m p a c t  o f  s e r v i c e  i n  w a r - z o n e s :  w o m e n  
w h o s e  w a r  e x p e r i e n c e s  a r e  c o m p l i c a t e d  b y  s e x u a l  a s s a u l t  a n d  h a r a s s m e n t ;  e t h n i c  m i n o r i -
t i e s  w h o s e  p r e - m i l i t a r y ,  m i l i t a r y ,  a n d  p o s t  m i l i t a r y  e x p e r i e n c e  i s  a f f e c t e d  b y  p o v e r t y  a n d  
r a c i s m ;  a n d  t h o s e  w i t h  w a r  r e l a t e d  p h y s i c a l  d i s a b i l i t i e s ,  w h o s e  P T S D  a n d  m e d i c a l  p r o b -
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!ems often exacerbate each other ( 46). 
Walking in the Eye of the Perfect Storm. There is one other factor of enormous 
importance to our current unsupportable military status: the new U.S. policies regarding 
nuclear weapons. The tragedy of 9 /11 gave impetus to a new policy known as the 
Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) or Bush Doctrine of Dec. 31, 2001 (47). The NPR 
asserts three radical national security positions that unravel almost 60 years of interna-
tional efforts to make our world healthier and more peaceful. For the first time in our 
modern history, unilateralism, first strike, and plans to make and threats to use new 
nuclear weapons are all endorsed. 
Unilateralism, rather than cooperative diplomacy, means the U .S. can and will go it 
alone, even ifit means preventive war, or first strike, attacking them before they can attack 
us . Reliance on very blunt military instruments, including the use of nuclear weapons 
even against non-nuclear states, instead of cooperation and international law is particu-
larly ominous. Instead of making us safer, these major policy reversals have turned a war 
on terrorism into a global focus of anti-Americanism. Initiated to eliminate others' 
alleged weapons of mass destruction, the war on terror has instead unleashed other older 
forms of WMDs including hunger, disease, fear, anger and hatred, and thus has helped 
recruit a new generation of terrorists . Unchecked power not only promotes terrorism, it 
pushes threatened nations like Iran and North Korea toward defensive escalation and 
increased efforts to build nuclear weapons . 
CONCLUSIONS 
War itself is the most extreme form of terrorism; thus a war on terrorism is pro-
foundly self-contradictory and contributes to an unending cycle of violence and conflict. 
Prioritizing military solutions in response to complex global challenges is not only inef-
fective and counter productive, it actually creates and exacerbates problems for health, 
the environment and our collective well-being. The military response to the 9 /11 attack 
has created unsupportable costs that make the United States, and the world, far less safe . 
There are no simple answers, no clear road maps to peace except knowing we can 
never achieve peace, health or security ifwe continue preparing for, threatening or con-
ducting war. When the unsustainable costs of our current approach to national security 
and the threats to our common humanity, health and very existence are all considered, 
clearly we have no other option but to call for an end to status quo thinking. We must 
redirect our vast intellectual and physical resources to developing healthier, more humane 
and ultimately less costly means to bring about global security. Health care providers are 
ethically motivated, socially engaged professionals trained to think preventively. They are 
uniquely situated to help articulate alternative responses to the challenges of modern day 
terrorism. 
The Physicians for Social Responsibility (PSR) alternative national security policy, 
called SMART Security, is one such alternative approach (48 ). SMART proposes (1) fully 
supporting international treaties and international law, including the International 
Criminal Court, to help prevent the spread of nuclear, chemical and biological weapons; 
( 2 ) reducing the threat of nuclear and other weapons of mass destruction by securing and 
destroying existing stockpiles and renouncing new nuclear weapons, resorting to pre-
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e m p t i o n  o n l y  a s  a  l a s t  r e s o r t  u n d e r  t h r e a t  o f  i m m i n e n t  a n d  o v e r w h e l m i n g  d a n g e r ;  a n d  
(  3 )  u s i n g  d i p l o m a c y  a n d  h u m a n i t a r i a n  a s s i s t a n c e  t o  a d d r e s s  t h e  r o o t  c a u s e s  o f  t e r r o r i s m .  
S u c h  a n  a p p r o a c h  i s  s m a r t e r ,  f a r  l e s s  c o s t l y  a n d  f a r  m o r e  l i k e l y  t o  b r i n g  g r e a t e r  n a t i o n a l  
s e c u r i t y  t h a n  t h e  c u r r e n t  p o l i c y .  
W e  c a n  b e g i n  t o  r e s p o n d  t o  t h e  g l o b a l  c r i s i s  o f  h u m a n  s e c u r i t y  b y  s u p p o r t i n g  t h e  
r i g h t  o f  a l l  p e o p l e  t o  l i v e  i n  p e a c e  a n d  t u r n i n g  o u r  e n e r g i e s  t o  g u a r a n t e e i n g  b a s i c  r i g h t s  
t o  f o o d ,  h e a l t h  c a r e ,  e d u c a t i o n  a n d  a  h e a l t h y  e n v i r o n m e n t  f o r  a l l .  T h e  t e r r o r i s m  o f  
S e p t e m b e r  1 1 t h  h a s  b e e n  n e i t h e r  n e u t r a l i z e d  n o r  e n d e d  b y  t h e  t e r r o r i s m  o f  w a r .  W e  m u s t  
s e e k  a n d  p r o m o t e  p e a c e f u l  a l t e r n a t i v e s  - i t  i s  o u r  o n l y  h e a l t h y  a n d  s e c u r e  o p t i o n .  
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